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ABSTRACT 



The implementation of standards-based reform has been a goal 
of state policy makers for the last 10 years. States have also restructured 
their governance systems with the intention of distributing more authority to 
local decision-makers. However, even the high standards of this type of 
reform, and the strong incentives to encourage the change, are not 
sufficient. "Capacity-building 11 strategies, which refer to the need to 
translate high standards and incentives into effective instruction and strong 
student performance, must be implemented. These strategies, currently being 
used in eight states are examined, and their promise and continuing 
challenges are analyzed. Seven areas of the capacity of classrooms essential 
to improvement in teaching and learning are discussed. These fall under two 
main headings: (1) classroom level capacities, and (2) school, district, and 

state organizational capacities. Then four common capacity-building 
strategies are described, including building external infrastructure to 
provide professional development and technical assistance; setting 
professional development and training standards; providing curriculum 
materials; and organizing and allocating resources. (Contains 18 endnotes.) 
(JMD) 
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State Strategies for Building Local Capacity: 
Addressing the Needs of Standards-Based Reform 



by Diane Massell 

O ver the past decade or more, state policymakers 
have concentrated on putting the architecture of 
standards-based reform in place: setting challeng- 
ing academic content standards and performance 
standards for all students; and instituting compatible tests, 
incentives, and accountability systems to reinforce these 
ambitious outcomes. Many states and districts have also re- 
structured their governance systems to delegate more au- 
thority to local decision-makers. 

But clearly defined learning goals and accountability systems 
do not by themselves yield continued improvement in student 
learning. Some states with high standards and related as- 
sessment and accountability programs in place are finding 
that their early gains in student achievement have plateaued 
in certain academic areas. Furthermore, achievement gaps 
between students from majority groups and those from mi- 
nority groups continue to exist, and students with disabilities 
still have poorer educational outcomes than other students. 

Acknowledging that clear standards and strong incentives 
alone are not sufficient to dramatically change teaching and 
learning, policymakers and policy analysts have started to 
talk about and implement “capacity-building” strategies. “Ca- 
pacity” in this policy context refers to the wherewithal needed 
to translate high standards and incentives into effective in- 



struction and strong student performance. This issue of CPRE 
Policy Briefs examines capacity-building strategies used in 
eight states, and analyzes their promise and continuing chal- 
lenges. 

One way of defining capacity is to ask what elements are 
needed to support effective instruction. People often think of 
capacity in terms of teachers' knowledge and skills. But ef- 
fective classrooms also require quality instructional materials 
and students motivated and ready to learn.' And, classrooms 
exist within larger contexts — the school, the school district, 
and the state education system — that provide educational di- 
rection and leadership, and influence social norms as well as 
access to resources and knowledge. 2 

The capacity of classrooms and of organizations that support 
classrooms fall into seven areas we think are essential to 
generating improvement in teaching and learning. 

Classroom-Level Capacities 

1. Teachers’ Knowledge and Skills. Reform advocates 
argue that under standards-based policies, teachers must 
know more about their subject, teach in a more dynamic style, 
respond to their students’ varying levels of knowledge and 
ways of learning, engage in continuous learning, and often 
assume new roles under site-based decision-making or other 
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decentralized governance structures. Meeting these chal- 
lenges will take substantial new training and professional de- 
velopment. For instance, more than a quarter of teachers in 
the U.S. do not have a degree in the subject they teach, have 
never studied child development, learning and teaching meth- 
ods, or have never passed tests certifying their knowledge of 
teaching. 3 

2. Students’ Motivation and Readiness to Learn. 
Teachers’ effectiveness in the classroom requires that stu- 
dents be willing and able to engage actively in thelearning 
process. But the conditions of many students’ lives — pov- 
erty, violence, hunger, homelessness, chaos or lack of adult 
supervision — undermine their motivation and readiness to 
learn. Nearly one-fifth of American children, and a higher 
proportion among female-headed households and among black 
and Hispanic families, live in poverty. 4 Furthermore, students 
may not have sufficient incentive to perform well on stan- 
dards-based curricula, especially if achievement on standards- 
aligned assessments is largely ignored in college admissions 
and hiring decisions. 

3. Curriculum Materials for Students and Teachers. 
High-quality curriculum materials are necessary if not suffi- 
cient tools for implementing and achieving educational 
change. Indeed, the lack of quality, including the tendency 
of textbooks to cover so many topics in a superficial man- 
ner, was the initial impetus for the National Council of Teach- 
ers of Mathematics’ groundbreaking effort in the 1980s to 
set academic content standards in K-12 mathematics. 5 
Other standards-setting initiatives by the national subject- 
matter associations and the states were also meant to influ- 
ence commercial publishers. In spite of some industry re- 
sponse, many teachers and administrators believe the cur- 
riculum materials needed to meet standards-based goals in 
the classroom remain largely unavailable. 6 



School, District and State Organizational 
Capacities 

4. Quantity and Types of People Supporting the Class- 
room. Many people other than teachers support classroom 
instruction — from teachers’ aides to curriculum specialists 
and school and district administrators. The number and kinds 
of people available can influence the way teaching is orga- 
nized and the way teachers interpret and apply standards in 
their classrooms. 7 

5. Quantity and Quality of Interaction Within and 
Among Organizational Levels. Well-functioning schools 
are professional communities in which adults trust each other 
and communicate openly about their teaching practice. Such 
an environment encourages innovative and calculated risk- 
taking behavior, often a prerequisite for reform-minded in- 
struction. Communication between special education and 
regular classroom teachers, for example, can lead to more 
effective sharing of academic responsibilities. Professional 
communities that link teachers across schools can break 
through the traditional isolation of classroom instruction and 
enhance teachers’ sense of professional efficacy and respon- 
sibility. 

6. Material Resources. A school’s ability to provide 
a safe and rich learning environment depends to a certain 
degree on its access to material resources. The condition 
of physical facilities, or access to technology or science 
laboratories can impact the quality, content and structure 
ofteaching and learning in a school. For example, 
cramped or inadequate facilities make it difficult for 
schools and districts to add more teachers or services. 8 
The U.S. Government Accounting Office estimates $ 1 1 2 
billion is currently needed for school maintenance and 
repairs, and the U.S. Department of Education estimates 
the school population will grow by three million over the 
next decade, requiring some 6,000 new schools. 
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7. Organization and Allocation of School and District 
Resources. The way resources are allocated and employed 
can have a positive or negative influence on a teacher’s or a 
school’s ability to implement instructional reform. Targeting 
resources to areas of little consequence for teaching and learn- 
ing, or spreading resources so thin as to have no effect, hin- 
ders educational improvement for all students. 

How are state policymakers trying to help local educators 
build these capacities to meet the challenges of reform? The 
Consortium for Policy Research in Education examined this 
question in the first year of a longitudinal study of how fed- 
eral and state standards-based reforms are interacting with 
local policies to influence classroom instruction. In 1 996-97 
we visited eight states: California, Colorado, Florida, Ken- 
tucky, Maryland, Michigan, Minnesota and Texas. Members 
of the research team interviewed approximately 19 
policymakers in each of the eight state capitols. Included were 
chief state school officers, legislative leaders, personnel from 
the state education departments and representatives ofteach- 
ers’ unions and the business community. The research team 
examined background documents to supplement and verify 
the interviews, and to extend our analysis. 

We found that almost all of the eight states addressed in some 
manner each of the seven classroom and organizational ca- 
pacities described above. The types of policy strategies they 
used are briefly listed in Tables 1 and 2. 



Each state had policies addressing the seven capacities in 
some manner, but they varied in what capacities they em- 
phasized and in the kinds of polices they used. California, for 
example, invested heavily to reduce class sizes from kinder- 
garten through grade three. Florida provided financial incen- 
tives to reduce kindergarten and first grade class sizes, but 
none of the other six states placed such a high or specific 
priority on improving teacher-to-student ratios. 

Some of the eight states emphasized capacity-building more 
than others. Kentucky’s efforts were exceptional in many 
ways: for the diversity of its approaches; for the time and 
resources devoted to capacity-building; and for its strong 
curricular guidance and support. Kentucky’s relatively keen 
emphasis on capacity is explained in part by the comprehen- 
siveness of its initial reform legislation, which covered every- 
thing from school finance to student health. Kentucky’s re- 
forms have enjoyed relative stability over eight years, and 
the small size and homogeneity of the state made developing 
capacity-building strategies more manageable. In contrast, 
other states in our sample were often in early or transitional 
phases of reform, still developing policy structures or coping 
with political turmoil. 



Table 1 

Policy Strategies for Building Classroom Capacity 


Teachers' Knowledge, Skills and 
Dispositions 


Students' Motivation and 
Readiness to Learn 


Curriculum Materials for 
Students and Teachers 


State education department staff 
providing direct support and technical 
assistance on demand. 


Setting promotion and graduation 
requirements. 


Creating curriculum frameworks and 
supplementary materials. 


Creating a professional development 
infrastructure to support districts, 
schools and teachers. 


Rewarding student performance with 
scholarships and recognition. 


Adopting policies governing 
development and use of curriculum 
materials. 


Involving educators in curriculum, 
assessment and other policy activities. 


Creating social services and pre- 
kindergarten programs. 


Creating resource banks of curriculum 
materials and other instructional 
materials. 


Brokering information for districts, 
schools and teachers. 




Supporting school adoption of national 
instructional programs. 


Setting professional development 
standards, teaching standards, training 
standards, licensure and certification 
requirements. 
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Table 2 

Policy Strategies for Building School, District and State Organizational Capacities 


Quantity and Types of 
People Supporting the 
Classroom 


Quantity and 
Quality of Interaction 
Within and Among 
Organizational 
Levels 


Material Resources 


Organization and Allocation 
of School and District 
Resources 


Restructuring authority and 
control relationships (for 
example, school-based 
management or decision- 
making). 


Changing class size. 


Investing in technology. 


Requiring schools and districts 
to allocate resources 
according to school 
improvement plans or through 
site-based management or 
decision-making. 


Creating or supporting 
professional networks for 
teachers, schools or 
districts. 


Using program regulations or 
funding to require certain 
staff configurations. 


Upgrading or expanding 
facilities. 


Using market pressures, such 
as school choice and charters, 
to allocate resources in the 
educational system. 


Changing climate of failing 
schools by dismissing staff 
or transferring staff or 
students. 


Setting district personnel 
requirements (say, limiting 
administrator-to-student ratios 
or specifying positions, such 
as curriculum specialists). 


Setting aside funds for 
districts, schools or 
teachers to select their 
instructional materials. 


Consolidating categorical 
funds. 


Imposing new leadership 
(such as state takeover of 
failing schools or districts). 






Changing allocation 
requirements for state and 
federal funds. 



Four Common Capacity-Building 
Strategies 

Despite their differences, the eight states in our sample shared 
four common capacity-building strategies: building external 
infrastructure to provide professional development and tech- 
nical assistance; setting professional development and train- 
ing standards; providing curriculum materials; and organizing 
and allocating resources. 



Capacity-Building Strategy One: 

Building: External : 1 Infrastructure to Provide 
Professional! Development: and. Technical 
Assistance: 



State education departments have moved from their tradi- 
tional regulatory and compliance roles, responding to criti- 
cism that such activities stifled local innovation and did little 
to build improvements in practice. 9 They have begun to offer 
greater assistance to the teaching and learning process, but 



not by expanding staffs’ roles as direct service providers. 
Instead, the states have created or supported regional ser- 
vice centers and external organizations to perform these func- 
tions. Building external infrastructure was the most common 
state strategy for providing professional development and 
technical assistance. 

The strategy of relying on external infrastructure conforms 
with the prevailing wisdom that those in closer contact with 
teachers and schools are in a better position to provide ad- 
vice and assistance. This thinking is an off-shoot of broader 
policy arguments that service quality improves as authority is 
delegated to more local government levels. The strategy also 
recognizes the practical reality of reduced support for cen- 
tralized bureaucracies: over the last decade, three of our eight 
sample states suffered 25 to 50 percent cuts in state-sup- 
ported staffing. 10 Two of the states have never had large 
education departments. In no state was staff significantly 
increased to accommodate new reform responsibilities. 

The external infrastructure states used to provide profes- 
sional development and technical assistance consisted of re- 
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gional institutions, educational networks, professional asso- 
ciations, and institutions of higher education. Examples of 
these different types of structures from our eight states are 
described below. 

Regional Institutions. Regional service centers or inter- 
mediate education units, such as county offices of education, 
have existed for many years, but their importance as a sup- 
port strategy has ebbed and flowed. Several study states used 
these kinds of institutions to serve a variety of purposes and 
target populations. 

• Serving State Reform Goals. Maryland invested $3 mil- 
lion between 1995 and 1998 to establish Regional Staff 
Development Centers. These centers provide services 
related to Maryland’s educational reform laws, especially 
school improvement planning and, more recently, sup- 
port for newly developing state high school exams. 

• Serving Specific Programs. Colorado’s regional Boards 
of Cooperative Education Services were originally es- 
tablished to provide special education services. In some 
instances, their role has expanded to serve other local 
needs, including needs generated by state reform goals. 



vices. 

• Serving Targeted Districts and Schools. Many regional 
institutions provided support on an as-requested basis, 
but some were purposely set up to serve specific popula- 
tions. Maryland located its Regional Staff Development 
Centers near low-capacity, high need districts. 
California’s Statewide System of School Support served 
only Title 1 and low-performing schools. Other states sim- 
ply encouraged their institutions to focus on higher-need 
areas. For instance, Texas directed its Regional Service 
Centers to concentrate on low-performing schools. 

Networks. States also nurtured or relied upon professional 
networks of teachers and other educational experts, of schools 
and of districts to develop local capacity for reform. One 
kind of network focused on improving the skills of those who 
participate in them. A second trained and deployed a cadre 
of experts to offer support to others. A third developed and 
distributed specific products to provide assistance. 



• Networks that Improve Knowledge and Skills of Par- 
ticipating Individuals and Organizations. These kinds 
of networks have flourished, especially in California. 
California had subject-matter networks such as Math 
Renaissance, a middle-school network funded by the 
National Science Foundation, a network of restructuring 
schools, and a pilot network of schools focused on early 
literacy. 

But perhaps most well-known are California’s teacher 
networks, the Subject-Matter Projects. These networks 
were modeled after the Bay Area Writing Project, cre- 
ated at the University ofCalifomia-Berkeley more than 
20 years ago. The Bay Area Writing Project sponsored 
multi-week summer institutes and provided extensive 
follow-up training during the school year to give partici- 
pants the time to reflect on their practice. These efforts 
also allowed teachers time to develop instructional strat- 
egies and projects. California built on this successful 
professional development model by sponsoring new Sub- 
ject-Matter Projects in subject areas identified by the 
state’s curriculum frameworks. In 1 987 the state legis- 
lature appropriated funds to support the Subject-Matter 
Projects in three-year funding cycles, providing a stabil- 
ity that al lowed for long-term commitments and the emer- 
gence of teacher-leaders. By 1996, Subject-Matter 
Projects in 1 1 curriculum areas were operating in 90 sites. 

Networks that Deploy Teachers and Other Experts 
to Assist Local Practitioners. The Kentucky Depart- 
ment of Education, as part of its School Transformation 
and Renewal program, trained a network of Distinguished 
Educators to work with schools judged by the state ac- 
countability index to be either “in decline” or “in crisis.” 
Distinguished Educators helped schools plan for improve- 
ment, interpret school performance on the statewide as- 
sessments, and align school curriculum with state and 
national content standards. 

Florida trained more than 400 educators in aligning cur- 
riculum to state standards. In turn, they conducted pro- 
fessional development workshops for teachers through- 
out the state. Minnesota established Best Practice Net- 
works of state-trained practitioners who provided con- 
tent support to classroom teachers. 

• Networks that Develop and Distribute Products. The 
Michigan Reading Association and the Michigan Coun- 
cil of Teachers of English, in cooperation with the state 
department of education, developed content standards 



• Serving Member Districts. Michigan school districts 
formed Intermediate Education Units to provide services 
to member districts. Kentucky created school district 
consortia to encourage pooling their resources to pur- • 
chase materials, professional development and other ser- 
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and sample classroom lessons that were piloted in dem- 
onstration sites as part of Michigan’s English Language 
Arts Framework project. 

The Kentucky Department of Education trained a large 
cadre of Kentucky Education Reform Act Fellows in 
standards-based curriculum and assessment. The Fel- 
lows piloted the state’s curriculum framework, and de- 
veloped related lessons, assessments and scoring rubrics. 
State education departments endorsed the Fellows as 
professional development providers to encourage dis- 
semination of their expertise. 

Professional Associations. State professional associations, 
particularly state affiliates of national subject-matter asso- 
ciations and teachers’ unions, provided professional develop- 
ment and other kinds of support for reform. 

• Providing Professional Development. The Michigan 
Reading Association has been a major provider of pro- 
fessional development. Reading specialists conducted 
dozens of local and regional workshops on reading re- 
search during the mid-1980s. The Colorado Council of 
Teachers of Mathematics, the Kentucky Academy for 
School Executives and the Kentucky School Boards 
Association have all provided standards-based training 
for their members. 

• Helping to Develop State Policies. The Michigan De- 
partment of Education has long relied on professional 
organizations in developing state curriculum policies. The 
state contracted with the Michigan Reading Association 
to develop a new framework for the state’s high school 
proficiency test and to work with the Michigan Council 
of Teachers of English on the state’s curriculum frame- 
works project. 

Higher Education. States forged stronger and more sus- 
tained ties between elementary and secondary education and 
institutions of higher education. These efforts went beyond 
traditional pre-service training and credit-hours for experi- 
enced teachers to encourage higher education to provide more 
regular assistance and reform-related professional develop- 
ment. 

• Professional Development. Maryland piloted 13 Pro- 
fessional Development Schools joining ten districts and 
nine universities and several community colleges. The 
Professional Development Schools, a key component of 



the state’s redesign of teacher education, provided high- 
quality internships for pre-service teachers and served 
as best-practice sites. 

• Curriculum Support. Texas established professional de- 

velopment centers at the University of Texas- Austin and 
the Dana Center at the University ofTexas, and named 
Texas A & M University to assist the professional de- 
velopment center at one regional Educational Service 
Center. Many of California’s Subject-Matter Projects 
were hosted by California universities. 



Capacity-Building Strategy Two: 
Setting Professional Development and 
Training Standards 



In addition to the steps state policymakers took to nurture the 
supply of technical assistance and professional development, 
they were increasingly concerned about the quality of pro- 
fessional development. To address this quality issue, all eight 
states in our sample created standards for professional de- 
velopment and training. This focus on quality was motivated 
in part by the need to convince governors, legislators and 
others of the value and necessity of professional develop- 
ment. These players have often expressed skepticism about 
the worth of professional development, seeing it as of little 
merit or as a payoff to special interests. 

Standards for Professional Development. Some states 
identified standards of good practice for pre-service educa- 
tion, teaching, and professional development. States applied 
these standards in awarding grants or as targeted program 
components. States also developed quality criteria for evalu- 
ating professional development activities, or for including pro- 
fessional development providers on approved state lists. Some 
states required local districts to create local professional de- 
velopment plans or to develop criteria for evaluating their 
local professional development activities. These requirements 
were often more process-oriented than content-oriented. 

• State Standards for Professional Development. The 
Maryland Board of Education, as an interim step in de- 
veloping its own professional development standards, 
adopted the standards of the National Staff Develop- 
ment Council. Colorado’s advisory standards called for 
professional development that was comprehensive and 
had a clear purpose; that was designed to engage staff in 
ongoing efforts to improve student learning; that was fo- 
cused, rich in content and aligned with state standards 
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for student learning; that was aligned with the state’s 
reform efforts; and that was designed to build capacity 
of schools, districts, professionals and the teaching pro- 
fession to improve student performance. 

• Quality Criteria. Prompted in part by requirements of 
the federal Improving America’s Schools Act, California 
was planning to build a system of quality indicators based 
on earlier state evaluations of professional development. 
Kentucky maintained a list of state-approved professional 
development providers for school-based decision-mak- 
ing and school leadership. 

• Local Planning and Review Criteria. Texas requires 
each school’s decision-making committee to approve the 
portion of the campus plan that addresses the school’s 
staff development needs. Kentucky required that dis- 
trict professional development plans include objectives 
related to the school or district’s mission, and an evalua- 
tion process. These plans must be approved by Regional 
Service Centers. 

Improving Pre-Service Education and Teaching. 
Teacher certification and institutional accreditation have long 
been state policy mechanisms to insure that teachers receive 
adequate and appropriate preparation. To improve these tra- 
ditional quality control measures, states created their own 
pre-service standards or revamped their accreditation and 
accountability processes. Many states joined national organi- 
zations and projects with standards-based initiatives. 

• Standards for Pre-Service Education and Teaching. 
Florida created new pre-service standards and made ap- 
proval of teacher preparation programs contingent on 
teacher-candidate performance on its Twelve Educator 
Accomplished Practices. By 2000, Maryland teacher 
education programs must show how their curricula in- 
corporate state teaching standards, the Essential Dimen- 
sions of Teaching, and other components of the state’s 
redesign for teaching training. 

Minnesota was developing performance-based licensing 
that included performance assessments for basic skills, 
pedagogy and content and required a one-year intern- 
ship with mentoring and ongoing professional develop- 
ment. Kentucky’s New Teacher Standards (and New 
Administrator Standards) required portfolios and perfor- 
mance assessments. Colorado teacher-candidates were 
required to pass exams aligned to student content stan- 



dards to enter and exit teacher education programs un- 
der the state’s Program for Licensing Assessments for 
Colorado Educators. 

• National Standards-Bused Initiatives. Maryland and 
Kentucky were participating in the National Commission 
on Teaching and America’s Future program, which was 
developing a blueprint for incorporating changes required 
by reform. Colorado teachers had the option of undergo- 
ing the rigorous certification process of the National Board 
for Professional Teaching Standards to obtain advanced 
teaching certificates. 

The National Council for the Accreditation of Teacher 
Education (NCATE) has aligned its accreditation pro- 
cesses more closely with principles of standards-based 
reform. Many of the eight states worked with NCATE 
to review their teacher-training institutions and refashion 
their accreditation processes. Florida required its teacher- 
training institutions to obtain NCATE accreditation. Mary- 
land, Michigan and Kentucky also became NCATE part- 
ners; Texas was considering a limited relationship; and 
Colorado modeled its own accreditation standards after 
those of NCATE. 

• Accountability. Texas was taking steps to encourage 
teacher-candidates to gain deeper content knowledge by 
expanding responsibility for teacher preparation. Its Ac- 
countability System for Education Preparation would hold 
an entire institution, not just the college of education, re- 
sponsible for teacher-candidates’ test scores in content 
and education areas. The initiative proposes withholding 
additional programs from institutions with low teacher- 
candidate test results. 



Capacity-Building Strategy Three: 
Providing Curriculum Materials; 



Standards-based reform calls for states to set challenging 
goals of what students should know and be able to do, and 
for local districts and states to determine how best to meet 
these objectives. In response, most states developed stan- 
dards documents at a fairly broad level of detail. These docu- 
ments did not provide a day-to-day curriculum for teachers 
to follow. This approach satisfied political and legal constraints 
that prohibited many states from mandating local curriculum. 
(Indeed, state policymakers in some states felt that they could 
not even advise local schools and districts about or identify 
suitable curriculum.) Some reform advocates suggest that 
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this broader design encourages more challenging thinking skills 
by emphasizing concepts and big ideas rather than the rote 
memorization of facts. 

These arguments have had a significant impact, even in states 
that once offered detailed curriculum guidance to schools. 
The 1 997 Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills Standards 
focused on concepts and no longer specified names and dates 
or books to be studied. Despite arguments in favor of highly- 
specific standards, policymakers in Texas and many other 
states have maintained a broader, more general approach to 
academic standards. 

As states have implemented their reform initiatives, how- 
ever, they have been asked to play a more active role in 
helping local educators to find or develop curriculum materi- 
als that addressed the standards. Districts frequently com- 
plained that state standards were too general to effectively 
guide local curriculum or instruction, and that district and 
school staff did not have the resources, time or expertise — 
the capacity — to translate these broad standards into prac- 
tice. 

The eight sample states acted to address this curriculum gap 
in a variety of ways. 

• Curriculum Frameworks and Other Materials. To 
fill the gap, most states developed more detailed frame- 
works with examples of how the standards could be used 
in instruction. Florida’s curriculum frameworks, for ex- 
ample, provided models of good teaching, learning and 
assessment. 

In addition to its frameworks, California published cur- 
riculum and program advisories, lists of educational ma- 
terials (in addition to approved textbooks), model cur- 
riculum guides, and task force reports to provide guid- 
ance while frameworks were being revised. For example, 
California’s reading program advisory described the ra- 
tionale and research base for the recommended approach 
to teaching early reading, and included grade-level ex- 
pectations, examples of classroom practice, and a sample 
timeline for reading curriculum from pre-kindergarten 
through the eighth grade. California also produced re- 
placement units, instructional units on specific math top- 
ics intended as an interim step until aligned textbook 
materials were available. 

• Resource Banks. Texas, Florida, Kentucky and Colo- 
rado used new technologies to provide ready access and 
cost-effective dissemination of instruction-related mate- 
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rials. Texas was developing content and teaching vignettes 
to be available on compact discs and on the Internet. 
Florida’s Tech 2000 initiative created a database of stan- 
dards-based resources available to an online community 
of teachers and staff developers. Future Tech 2000 plans 
included distributing CD-ROMs of best practices in con- 
tent areas, training teachers to navigate the Internet for 
teaching resources, developing Electronic Curriculum 
Planning Tools based on state standards and frameworks, 
and helping teachers to develop classroom assessments. 

Maryland supported district efforts to develop a resource 
bank of classroom-based performance assessments at 
the elementary, middle, and more recently, the high school 
levels. 

• Supporting Effective Programs. As a New American 
Schools scaling-up site, Maryland intended that 30 per- 
cent of its districts would adopt effective-practices mod- 
els by 2000. The state education department was using 
effective-practices criteria in evaluating Goals 2000 ap- 
plications. In addition, the state assisted districts in se- 
lecting reform designs, identifying implementation re- 
sources, and networking. 

The Kentucky Department of Education called attention 
to the Different Ways of Knowing program (developed 
by the California-based GALEF Institute) because it was 
viewed as compatible with state standards. While Ken- 
tucky did not finance this program, it has held press con- 
ferences and provided other informal support. Kentucky 
also sponsored a 1 997 Showcase Conference highlight- 
ing 12 research-based programs that demonstrated im- 
proved student achievement on various assessments. 



Capacity-Building Strategy Four:: ' 
Organizing and Allocating: Resources^ 



Over the past decade, policymakers have pushed more and 
more decision to the school-level. This strategy is premised 
in part on research showing that schools, more than districts, 
can make a crucial difference in student performance. 

Reflecting this shift, all eight sample states had instituted some 
form of school improvement planning. Several states viewed 
school improvement planning as a key component of their 
reform initiatives. School improvement planning linked top- 
down state reform goals with bottom-up local decision-mak- 
ing. In this model, schools would identify their needs in terms 
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of state reform goals, then allocate funds, time, personnel, 
professional development and other resources to meet them. 

The states linked school improvement planning requirements 
either to their accountability systems or to site-based deci- 
sion-making processes. 

• Linked to Accountability Systems. The Maryland ac- 

countability system required every school not meeting 
state performance standards in every area to develop a 
school improvement plan. 



California required schools to produce school improve- 
ment plans as part of the state’s Program Quality Re- 
view Process. Michigan and Colorado incorporated school 
improvement planning into their accreditation processes. 

• Linked to Site-Based Decision-Making. Kentucky and 

Texas embedded school improvement planning in their 
regulations governing site-based decision-making. Texas 
required annual plans and Kentucky required plans ev- 
ery two years. 

In sum, the states’ capacity-building strategies for reform 
were highly decentralized, perhaps best exemplified in how 
the states turned to external institutions and organizations to 
meet professional development needs. The decentralized ap- 
proach was also reflected in how the states addressed cur- 
riculum needs — from providing multiple options to taking no 
position at all. Even the state professional development stan- 
dards and school improvement planning requirements allowed 
substantial flexibility and local control. 

These strategies reflected a standards-based philosophy of 
school improvement: the state should set standards not cur- 
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riculum; instructional decisions are best made locally; and 
schools should be accountable for performance results. In- 
deed, the degree of conformity in the eight states’ capacity- 
building strategies reflect the lesson that policy ideas are in- 
fluential and can affect decisions across diverse environments. 

But it would be simplistic to overstate these trends in our 
small sample. Some of the states had major strategies in 
other areas not reported here because they were not com- 
mon across all eight states. Policymakers in Kentucky and 
California, for example, demonstrated a strong fiscal com- 
mitment to professional development, countering the tradi- 
tional skepticism toward this activity. Policy ideas do matter, 
but they also interact with state politics, leadership, political 
traditions, the capacity of state education departments, and 
local needs. 

Promising Strategies 

Visits to the eight sample states provided promising evidence 
that many policymakers were paying serious attention to 
building local capacity to improve teaching and learning, and 
undertaking multiple efforts to support their reform initiatives. 

Locating Assistance Closer to Schools. To increase their 
orientation toward service, the state education departments 
worked to create decentralized support systems involving a 
diverse cast of actors. Such steps may help to institutionalize 
and stabilize reform efforts and sites for capacity-building. 
Improvements are more likely to result, the research sug- 
gests, when teachers and schools are supported by longer- 
than-usual workshops and in ways tailored to their local set- 
tings. 12 Early findings from Kentucky, for example, showed 
that with the ongoing support of Distinguished Educators, 63 
percent of the schools deemed in decline achieved gains that 
placed them in the reward category in the next accountability 
cycle. 13 Further study is needed to understand the role these 
educators play in building schools’ capacity to change. But 
the results suggest that individuals and organizations that work 
directly with schools may be better positioned to offer the 
kind of specific and sustained support that can yield real im- 
provements. 

Professional Networks. Policymakers in several states 
paid increased attention to creating professional networks of 
educators. Studies suggest that these networks offered teach- 
ers access to new knowledge, fostered a strong sense of 
professionalism, and provided opportunities outside their own 
schools to see other forms of practice and interaction. 14 
Breaking the isolation typical of teaching and providing the 



Florida required every school to develop annual school 
improvement plans that assessed school performance 
relative to the state’s eight education goals. The plans 
described the activities the school would undertake to 
address the state goals and performance standards; dis- 
tricts established their own measures of annual progress 
and self-evaluation methods. Concerned about schools 
that were not setting challenging targets, Florida recently 
set its own criteria for low performance. The state pro- 
vided technical assistance to schools that failed to meet 
their own or state criteria, and could trigger other state 
interventions if schools failed to make satisfactory 
progress. 
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kinds of professional opportunities long enjoyed by higher 
education faculty can contribute to improved practice. 15 

Curriculum Guidance. The states responded to local re- 
quests for more specific curriculum guidance and for cur- 
riculum models that addressed state reform goals and could 
improve student performance. States provided access to cur- 
riculum materials and distributed curriculum frameworks that 
included examples ofstandards-based instruction and high 
performance. Several states began considering curriculum- 
specific professional development. 

The importance of curriculum-specific support has been un- 
derlined by research studies demonstrating that professional 
development closely connected to what students learn can 
be a powerful lever for school improvement, far more influ- 
ential than training sessions based on vague and ambiguous 
reform principles. CPRE researchers contrasted teachers’ 
practice and student outcomes following professional devel- 
opment closely aligned to the California Mathematics Frame- 
work with professional development only peripherally related 
to the mathematics curriculum. California teachers who par- 
ticipated in curriculum-specific workshops reported more 
reform-oriented practice in their classrooms. This kind of 
professional development was also associated with better 
student performance on the state’s mathematics assessment, 
especially when the professional development was connected 
to other elements of instruction (such as student curriculum 
and assessment) and was extended in time. 16 Another study 
found that California teachers’ participation in workshops 
centered on the student mathematics curriculum positively 
influenced their behavior and classroom practice. Participa- 
tion in curriculum-centered workshops, in comparison to more 
general workshops, prompted teacher involvement in reform- 
related activities and reform-related practice. 17 

Professional Development Standards. State adoption of 
quality standards for professional development and pre- 
service training may indicate a willingness to consider stron- 
ger designs and greater investment in this area. It may re- 
flect an interest in directing professional development toward 
activities that foster real improvements in teaching and learn- 
ing. Teachers, administrators and policymakers have long 
questioned the quality of most professional development ac- 
tivities. Addressing the quality of professional development 
is essential to building local capacity for reform. 



Continuing Challenges 

The capacity-building strategies common to the eight states 
also raise questions about potential problems. 

Capacity of the Infrastructure External to the State 
Education Departments. States turned to external organi- 
zations in keeping with the philosophy that those closer to the 
field are better positioned to provide regular, sustained and 
relevant assistance to teachers and schools. The turn to ex- 
ternal organizations was also a way of coping with the lim- 
ited capacity of the state education agencies. It is necessary, 
however, to assess how much and what kind of assistance 
these external organizations can realistically provide. The 
number of such institutions varied across the eight states. 
The large, populous states of California and Texas had a rela- 
tively large number and range of regional institutions. Still, 
staff of these external organizations were expected to serve 
many districts, schools and teachers across large geographi- 
cal areas. Even in smaller states, organizational staff were 
stretched. Each of Kentucky’s Regional Service Centers had 
just one staff person to provide curricular support to about 25 
districts and 1 00 to 1 25 schools, contributing at least in part to 
high staff turnover. The capacity of Michigan’s Intermediate 
Service Districts was directly related to the wealth of their 
funding districts. 

State departments of education are not able to serve all teach- 
ers and schools, but these external organizations may not 
have the fiscal and human resources to do so either. Can 
these external organizations provide the continuing assistance 
policymakers have in mind? Do the staff of these institutions 
have the requisite knowledge and skills to provide appropri- 
ate assistance? Policymakers in the sample states recog- 
nized the staffing constraints of these organizations when 
they requested that they target their energies to the lowest- 
performing schools and districts. 

State size and funding availability are other factors affecting 
the effectiveness of these external organizations. Large states 
require a dense network of providers and need stable fund- 
ing. The three-year funding cycles established by the Cali- 
fornia Legislature enabled the Subject-Matter Projects to plan 
and engage teachers on an extended basis. The allocation of 
state funds, and active state leadership, can help sustain 
teacher networks. 
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Usefulness of Performance Data. Reform advocates be- 
lieve that student performance data will drive change in schools 
and districts. The accountability system will provide feed- 
back on school performance, the theory goes, which will be 
used in school improvement planning. The system of varying 
rewards and sanctions will further motivate teachers and 
schools to improve. This accountability model requires that 
the performance data are transparent — that practitioners 
understand what the results mean — and that teachers and 
administrators have the knowledge and skills to translate per- 
formance date into appropriate action. The evidence in our 
eight states, however, suggests that student performance data 
did not meet these criteria. 

Part of the challenge lies in the way student outcome data 
are incorporated into state accountability formulas. In an 
effort to be fair, policymakers have created complex formu- 
las for measuring student performance. Some states used 
multiple measures, including student dropout and attendance 
rates, for example, with test results. Others created compli- 
cated ways of measuring progress over an extended period 
of time to avoid penalizing schools for natural fluctuations in 
the data from year to year. But the trade-off of such efforts 
can be results that few can explain or readily understand, 
making it difficult to translate data into improvements in pro- 
grams or school structures. 

Even simple testing data, however, do not always have obvi- 
ous implications for schoolwide improvement. Since most 
states measure student performance in certain grades and 
subjects, teachers in non-tested areas receive no feedback 
on their students’ performance. 

Teachers who received individual student results still might 
have trouble interpreting what the test results imply for chang- 
ing their practice. Teachers typically receive little assess- 
ment training in teacher education programs. Criterion-ref- 
erenced and performance-based assessments provide more 
direct evidence of students’ understanding and abilities to 
write, think and solve problems than traditional norm-refer- 
enced exams, but teachers still need the knowledge and skills 
to translate that information into classroom improvements. 
Once informed that their students have trouble understand- 
ing graphs, for example, teachers still must find better ways 
to teach and help their students to learn about graphs. In a 
discussion about improving assessment, one state policymaker 
noted, “Just because you know how to weigh a pig better 
doesn’t mean it will get fatter.” 



A few states helped teachers and administrators to under- 
stand and interpret performance data, particularly in low per- 
forming schools. Kentucky’s Distinguished Educators pro- 
vided focused assistance in this area for schools in decline or 
crisis. As a professional development activity, Maryland and 
Minnesota involved teachers in developing and scoring as- 
sessments. However, translation of data into improved teach- 
ing and learning is an area that still needs more attention. 

Building Capacity of Middle-Performing Schools. Many 
states’ capacity-building strategies funneled staff and re- 
sources into low-performing schools, thereby maximizing the 
states’ limited resources and providing assistance to areas of 
greatest need. 18 But how can schools in the middle of the 
performance distribution find the support needed to improve? 

The middle-performing schools had a long way to go to meet 
challenging state standards. Only 2.5 percent of Maryland’s 
elementary schools, 4.5 percent of its middle schools, and 
59.9 percent of its high schools met or exceeded the state’s 
“satisfactory” standard in 1996. By the year 2000, Maryland 
aims to have 70 percent of its elementary and middle school 
students and 90 percent of its high school students meet or 
exceed the standards. Of Kentucky’s fourth grade students 
in 1 995-96, 3 1 percent met the “proficient” standard in read- 
ing; 14 percent did so in mathematics; 3 percent in science; 

1 3 percent in social studies; and 1 8 percent in writing. Ken- 
tucky expected that all schools will achieve an accountabil- 
ity index of 1 00 by 20 1 2. Clearly, support is needed for schools 
beyond those at the low end of the performance distribution. 

Continuity in Capacity-Building. The states have made 
considerable progress in developing and adopting academic 
standards, but these efforts have not gone unchallenged, and 
future challenges are likely in store. Maintaining some conti- 
nuity and stability during periods of conflict is important to 
sustaining and continuing capacity-building efforts. 

California, a leader in standards-based reform and new in- 
structional approaches for nearly a decade, began to experi- 
ence reversals in the mid- 1 990s after poor state showings on 
the National Assessment of Educational Progress tests. The 
state’s new performance assessment system was canceled, 
the state’s progressive curriculum frameworks for mathemat- 
ics and language arts were questioned, and major revisions in 
state academic content and testing policies were enacted. A 
multitude of standards were presented and, in the absence of 
consensus, confusion reigned. Lack of consensus is not 1 im- 
ited to California. The question is, can policymakers maintain 
and expand their reform initiatives in the face of politically- 
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charged discord? Or will reform efforts suffer the effects of 
policy disintegration and contradictory direction? Without some 
stability and coherence, efforts to build capacity will suffer. 

Even absent substantial discord, state policymakers must be 
careful to send clear, consistent and coherent messages, and 
not to overwhelm schools and districts with too many mes- 
sages. Fragmented and surplus standard-setting exists. Some 
states have set standards for the teaching profession, stan- 
dards for new teachers, standards for teacher education pro- 
grams, criteria for local professional development, criteria 
for state professional development grants, and guidelines for 
local teacher professional development plans. Federal and 
local education agencies may have competing standards and 
criteria. It is a confusing array that schools and districts must 
see their way through to develop a sound capacity-building 
strategy. 

Incentives for Capacity-Building. Capacity-building strat- 
egies must take into account people’s motivation to partici- 
pate in them. Do the states’ common capacity-building strat- 
egies described here offer sufficient incentives for teachers, 
administrators and students? Many policymakers in our eight 
sample states expressed reservations. 

• Incentives to heed professional development stan- 
dards. Professional development standards must be taken 
seriously if they are to improve the quality of teachers’ 
learning opportunities. 

But, are there adequate incentives for schools and districts to 
follow state professional development standards? These were 
generally recommended, not mandatory, standards. Some 
states used their standards in awarding grants, judging pro- 
grams and conducting state professional development activi- 
ties. But, because few states provided state funds for local 
professional development, most districts relied on their gen- 
eral funds to support such activities. What incentives exist to 
encourage schools and districts to mold locally-funded pro- 
fessional development activities to state standards? Further, 
do professional development providers have any motivation 
to comply with state standards? 

Are state professional development standards sufficiently 
specific to influence the nature and quality of professional 
development? The professional development standards in 
many states were often only tangentially linked to student 
performance goals. Furthermore, like most curriculum ap- 
proaches and school-based reform efforts, professional de- 
velopment programs have not been rigorously evaluated for 



their impact on student achievement. Given inadequate evalu- 
ation data, it is difficult for schools and districts to pressure 
providers to improve the quality of professional development 
activities. 

• Incentives to Improve Teacher Training Institutions. 
State policymakers believed institutions of higher educa- 
tion had few or weak incentives to provide reform-re- 
lated support to teachers. 

High failure rates on state-mandated tests and other licen- 
sure requirements could impugn the reputations of teacher 
preparation programs. However, states are often pressured 
to modify licensure standards. In one state where teaching 
candidates performed poorly on tests required for provisional 
teaching certification in certain content areas, the state planned 
to lower cut scores to prevent teacher shortages in those 
areas. 

Teacher shortages are a continuing obstacle to raising stan- 
dards for pre-service and in-service teachers. California, 
Colorado, Florida and Texas had serious shortages of special 
education and bilingual teachers. Colorado planned to recog- 
nize undergraduate, rather than graduate-level, preparation 
programs for special education. Other states consolidated 
special education endorsements into generic K- 1 2 endorse- 
ments. California’s teacher-shortage problem was exacer- 
bated by state efforts to reduce primary grade class sizes for 
the 1 996-97 school year: because sufficient licensed teach- 
ers could not be recruited on short notice to fill the thousands 
of new positions, many teachers were h ired under emergency 
permits. California’s effort to build capacity to improve teach- 
ing and learning by reducing the teacher-student ratio nega- 
tively affected the state’s ongoing efforts to build capacity by 
improving the knowledge and skills of entry-level teachers. 
Many states encouraged or required teacher preparation in- 
stitutions to meet more rigorous accreditation standards. Sev- 
eral state policymakers argued, however, that accreditation 
was a weak policy instrument because so few institutions 
ever lost accreditation. Closing a teacher preparation pro- 
gram could contradict historical and legal notions of academic 
freedom, and trigger political fall-out, especially where they 
are major employers. 

• Incentives for Teachers to Pursue Professional De- 
velopment. Many states’ relicensure standards required 
teachers to participate in ongoing professional develop- 
ment, but some state policymakers questioned whether 
such incentives truly engage teachers in continuous pro- 
fessional learning. 



Teachers may view professional development requirements 
as bureaucratic hurdles rather than serious opportunities to 
improve their practice. Teachers’ organizations and others 
have opposed state initiatives specifying that continuing edu- 
cation credits be in reform-related areas or even in teachers’ 
subject areas. School improvement and other planning initia- 
tives have not insured that teachers select professional de- 
velopment activities that support reform principles or school 
needs. 

• Incentives to Hold All Students to High Standards. 
Some states have incorporated incentives for including 
all students in their testing programs and accountability 
designs. 

Kentucky, Maryland and Colorado have implemented strate- 
gies that ranged from enforcing stricter rules for excluding 
students from statewide tests and stricter monitoring of com- 
pliance with these rules, to awarding a zero score to untested 
students and including these scores in overall accountability 
calculations. These steps were meant to discourage teach- 
ers and administrators from unofficially persuading students 
to miss school on test days. Still, many policymakers expressed 
concern that, despite these efforts, some schools still found it 
most advantageous to exclude the lowest performers from 
high-stakes systems. Policymakers noted that some schools 
and districts were focusing on students closest to meeting 
state standards, while ignoring those at the bottom of the 
performance distribution. 

• Incentives to Engage in the School Improvement Plan- 
ning Process. State policymakers saw school improve- 
ment planning as a necessary component of the change 
process, but the seriousness and quality of local efforts 
remained unclear. 

The states varied in their monitoring and support of the school 
improvement planning process. Maryland reviewed plans of 
and provided assistance only to low-performing, reconstitu- 
tion-eligible schools. Florida stipulated that district failure to 
collect school improvement plans could mean loss of state 
lottery funds. Texas, Kentucky and Colorado collected school 
improvement plans only if they were required for grant appli- 
cations. Kentucky, Maryland and California linked allocation 
of state financial support and technical assistance to school 
improvement plans; Colorado and Texas did not. The incen- 
tives to take the school improvement planning process seri- 
ously in the sample states ranged from weak to strong. It is 
unclear whether schools had the knowledge and motivation 
to employ these processes effectively. Schools might be highly 
motivated when the planning activities are monitored with 



serious consequences for failure to comply, but do they have 
the skills to create an effective change strategy? Further, do 
schools have the authority to implement school improvement 
plans, and sufficient control over human and financial re- 
sources? 

Capacity-Building Checklist for 
Policymakers 

We encourage policymakers to consider the entire education 
system when designing their capacity-building strategies. Our 
framework of seven classroom and organizational capacities 
may provide a useful checklist. In conducting such a survey, 
we would recommend keeping in mind the following ques- 
tions: 

• Does the state’s regional infrastructure have adequate 
resources, knowledge and people-power to provide pro- 
fessional development, technical assistance and other as- 
signed responsibilities? Do the regional institutions use 
high-quality professional development and technical as- 
sistance models? 

• Does the state policy system send clear and coherent 
signals to schools and teachers about building needed 
knowledge and skills? Does the state provide sufficient 
guidance about curriculum and instructional materials? 

• Can the state play a role in encouraging and brokering 
research on curriculum and instructional practices that 
improve the performance of all students? 

• Do the state’s capacity-building initiatives meet the fol- 
lowing research-supported criteria: Are the initiatives well- 
suited to individual school settings? Are the initiatives 
extended over time, providing opportunities for feedback 
and reflection? Are the initiatives reform-linked and cur- 
riculum-specific? 

• Does the state or do school districts have a strategy for 
helping schools to translate information generated by state 
accountability and assessment programs into improved 
practice? 

• How can the state increase capacity to assist schools in 
the middle of the performance distribution? 

• Do the state’s initiatives provide adequate incentives — 
for students, teachers, schools, districts, institutions of 
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higher education and other external organizations — to 
build capacity that is aligned with standards-based re- 
form? Are there incentives to bring all students to state 
performance standards? 
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interviews conducted during 1 994-95 in nine states (California, Connecticut, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Minnesota, 
New Jersey, South Carolina, and Texas) and 25 districts in those states. The cost is $ 1 2.00. When ordering, please 
reference report # RR-037. (In addition, the CPRE Policy Brief “Persistence and Change: Standards-based Systemic 
Reform in Nine States,” based upon this report is available free-of-charge. Please reference #RB-2 1 when ordering the 
policy brief.) 

To obtain copies, write to: CPRE Publications, Graduate School of Education, University of Pennsylvania, 3440 Market 
Street, Suite 560, Philadelphia, PA 19104-3325. Make checks payable to Trustees of the University of Pennsylvania. 
Prices include handling and book-rate postage. Sorry, we cannot accept returns, credit card orders or purchase orders. 
All orders must be prepaid with U.S. funds from U.S. banks. Sales tax is not applicable. Please allow 4-6 weeks for 
delivery. For more information, please call (21 5) 573-0700. 
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Nondiscrimination Statement 



About CPRE 



The Consortium for Policy Research in Education (CPRE) 
unites five of the nation’s leading research institutions in an 
exciting venture to improve student learning through research 
on education policy, governance, and finance. Members of 
CPRE are the University of Pennsylvania, Harvard Univer- 
sity, Stanford University, the University of Michigan, and the 
University of Wisconsin-Madison. 

CPRE conducts research on issues such as: 

• education reform 

• student and teacher standards 

• state and local policymaking 

• education governance 

• school finance 

• teacher compensation 

• student incentives 



The University of Pennsylvania values diversity and seeks 
talented students, faculty and staff from diverse backgrounds. 
The University of Pennsylvania does not discriminate on the 
basis of race, sex, sexual orientation, religion, color, national 
or ethnic origin, age, disability, or status as a Vietnam Era 
Veteran or disabled veteran in the administration of educa- 
tional policies, programs or activities; admissions policies, 
scholarships or loan awards; athletic, or University adminis- 
tered programs or employment. Questions or complaints re- 
garding this policy should be directed to Executive Director, 
Office of Affirmative Action, 1 133 Blockley Hall, Philadel- 
phia, PA 1 9 1 04-602 1 or (2 1 5) 898-6993 (Voice) or (2 1 5) 898- 
7803 (TDD). 



To learn more about CPRE or CPRE publications, please 
call 215/573-0700. CPRE’s home page can be found at: 

http://www.upenn.edu/gse/cpre/ 
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